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Introduction 

The Department of Home Affairs (Home Affairs) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to 

the Joint Standing Committee on Migration (JSCM) inquiry into the Working Holiday Maker (WHM) 

Program. 

On Thursday 19 June 2020, the Acting Minister for Immigration, Citizenship, Migrant Services and 

Multicultural Affairs, the Hon Alan Tudge MP, asked the JSCM to inquire into and report on the WHM 

program. 

The Terms of Reference for the inquiry are: 

a. The purpose of the program including history, size, composition, eligibility, and reciprocal 
access for Australians and recent changes; 

b. The value of the program to Australia's economy, including tourism, health care and 
agriculture sectors; 

c. The ongoing impact of COVID-19 nationally and internationally on the program; 
d. The potential economic impacts on regional economies due to the disruptions of access to 

Working Holiday Makers relied upon especially for the agricultural and tourism sectors; and 
the capacity, if any, for Australian's made unemployed by COVID-19 to fill the labour 
shortage; 

e. The extent to which existing visa criteria and conditions related to Working Holiday Makers 
are still adequate and appropriate to address the purpose of this program, including cultural 
exchange and creating job opportunities for Australians; 

f. The extent to which the program can support economic recovery in regional Australia; and 
g. Any other related matters. 

Overview 

Australia’s WHM program was established in 1975 as a cultural exchange program to advance 

Australia’s international standing and bilateral links with partner countries and regions.  The program 

was created to provide opportunities for young people to travel and undertake short-term work or 

study to supplement their holiday experience. 

The program has a strong focus on Australia’s international and domestic interests and expanding 
opportunities for young Australians overseas.  Over time, Australia's WHM program has grown from 
initially including agreements with only a small number of countries to being one of the largest 
programs of its type in the world.  Australia has agreements with 44 partner countries and regions and 
receives the largest number of WHMs in the OECD1. 

The WHM program provides substantial benefits to the Australian economy through a sizable 

contribution to tourism spending, work undertaken by WHMs and associated job creation. 

Since 2005, the program has offered incentives for WHMs to work in regional Australia in seasonal 

labour occupations or industries experiencing critical labour shortages.  In exchange for a period of 

specified work, WHMs become eligible to apply for a further stay in Australia on either a second or 

third visa. 

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on Australia’s economic and 

public health landscape.  Global travel restrictions have resulted in a significant drop in WHMs in 

Australia.  To support Australia’s economic and public health interests, a number of measures were 

implemented to encourage and enable the continuing employment of WHMs in critical sectors. 

  

 
1 OECD International Migration Outlook 2016: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/international-migration-
outlook-2016/entries-of-trainees-and-working-holiday-makers-in-selected-oecd-countries-2007-14_migr_outlook-2016-table9-en  
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1.3. Supporting regional Australia and critical sectors 

In 2005, measures were introduced to encourage work in regional Australia via the incentive of 

applying for a further WHM visa.  Since then, the program has made an important contribution to the 

economy of regional areas.  Many industries, particularly in the seasonal agricultural sector, now rely 

on WHMs to fill their labour needs. 

While work is not a requirement for WHMs, visa holders are permitted to work in any occupation or 

industry anywhere in Australia.  WHM visa holders are also allowed to work for the full duration of 

their 12 months visa, subject to a limitation of working for one employer for a maximum of six months 

(by operation of a mandatory visa condition 8547)8.  The limitation is intended to encourage WHMs to 

travel around Australia and limit displacement of Australian workers, with exceptions for certain 

industries and regional locations. 

WHMs can work for the same employer for more than 6 months if the work is: 

 in different locations and work in any one location does not exceed 6 months; 

 in plant and animal cultivation anywhere in Australia; 

 in certain industries in northern Australia; 

 assisting bushfire recovery efforts; or 

 in critical sectors during the COVID-19 pandemic including agriculture, food processing, 

health, aged and disability care and childcare. 

In all other circumstances, WHMs who wish to work longer than six months with the same employer 

must obtain prior permission in writing from Home Affairs, usually granted only in exceptional 

circumstances. 

1.3.1. ‘Specified work’ and eligibility for a second or third year visa 

Employers in regional areas advise it is often difficult to recruit workers and many industries with 

seasonal work needs rely on WHMs to meet their labour requirements.  In 2005 and 2016, 

the Government introduced an option for Working Holiday and Work and Holiday visa holders 

respectively to apply for a second WHM visa if they had undertaken three months of specified work in 

a specific location9.   

In 2019, these arrangements were extended to allow WHMs to apply for a third WHM visa if they had 

undertaken six months of specified work in a specific location, meaning WHMs can potentially stay in 

Australia for up to three years, provided a significant period of that time is spent in regional Australia. 

In January 2020, in response to the impact of widespread bushfires across Australia, the definition of 

specified work was expanded further to include bushfire recovery efforts in a declared disaster area. 

Specified work is not mandatory and WHMs may choose not to work at all during their stay in 

Australia.   

Specified work is primarily intended to support industries in regional areas with a focus on plant and 

animal cultivation, fishing and pearling, tree farming, mining and construction.  Regional areas for a 

further WHM visa are geared towards Australia’s major agricultural, construction and mining regions 

and northern Australia more generally.  Defining specified work by industry and location allows 

the Government to maximise the benefit for these industries and locations, while minimising the 

impact on local job opportunities for Australians.   

 

 
8 Department of Home Affairs: https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/whm-program/specified-work-conditions/6-month-work-
limitation  
9 Department of Home Affairs: https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/work-holiday-417 and 
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/work-holiday-462  
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